r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r r W e conducted an on-line survey of 164 local health departments' staff in five Northwestern states in [2006][2007] to assess Internet access and use by staff. Most (96%) respondents had full-time access to their own worksite computer. The most important selection criterion for selecting Web sites was credibility of the sponsoring organization (55%). Accuracy (46%), reputable source (30%), and currency of information (19%) were considered most critical for assessing information quality. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (80%) and state health department (60%) sites were used most commonly. These findings can be used to improve public health Web sites and support decision making in practice.
Local health departments (LHDs) employees often seek health information, and public health practice is heavily dependent on information acquisition and transfer. 1 Web sites offer a quick and centralized resource to access information and may be especially useful as a public health information repository given the broad scope of public health practice. Despite the importance of the Internet as an information venue, there has been little research on Internet access and use by LHDs. We conducted a survey of LHD staff in northwestern states to determine the extent of their Internet use and the criteria used for assessing on-line content.
• Methods
The survey population consisted of LHD directors and community assessment coordinators in Washington, Oregon, Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho. These individuals were chosen because their e-mail addresses were readily available, and our previous research indicated that health department directors and managers were more likely to use the Internet as a resource for public health information. The survey was developed and pretested with 12 public health and six library professionals. The final survey instrument contained 31 questions administered using the Internet survey software SurveyMonkey (SurveyMonkey, Portland, OR). Questions included background information (eg, professional/credentials, terminal degrees, length of employment, age/sex); common sources of information at work; access to, and frequency of, worksite computers and Internet use; type of information sought on Web sites; criteria for selecting sites; characteristics for assessing Web site information quality; and level of interest in on-line tools to identify higher quality
sites. An open-ended question asked people to list three of the most common sites used to find work-related information.
E-mail addresses for LHD staff were obtained using information available on state and LHD Web sites. E-mails were sent to 172 persons in September 2006: 138 LHD directors and 34 health assessment coordinators, representing a total of 132 of the 155 potential health departments (85%). Directors were asked to complete the survey or forward it to their health assessment coordinator if someone held this job title or function. The University of Washington's Institutional Review Board approved the survey, as anonymity was assured.
A reminder e-mail was sent several weeks later. As of January 31, 2007, a total of 164 persons completed the survey. Analyses were conducted in Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Corp, Redmond, WA) and SAS (SAS Institute, Cary, NC), with statistical significance based on nonoverlapping 95 percent confidence interval or χ 2 tests.
•
Results
We contacted 172 health department directors and health assessment coordinators and received 164 responses. Slightly more than half of respondents were from Washington State, and nearly 60 percent were managers or community/public health nurses. About two-thirds were aged 40 to 59 years, four out of five were women, and the median length of employment in current jobs was 1 to 2 years. The most frequently used health information source was Web sites (74%) followed by coworkers (44%), databases (44%), and conferences/professional organizations (42%). Most (96%) respondents had full access to a computer with Internet access at work, with 77 percent using the Internet to search for health information at least once or twice a day. Nurses were somewhat less likely to have full-time access to computers (P < .01), and persons ≤50 years of age were more likely to search the Internet several times per day (P < .05).
Nearly 40 percent of respondents were concerned about on-line information because of validity or credibility of sources (eg, unnamed sources). Almost 75 percent agreed that having a search engine to retrieve public health information based on a set of quality criteria would be extremely useful. There were many specific types of health information that respondents regularly sought on Web sites, which reflected different professional roles. The single most important criterion for selecting a particular Web site was credibility of the sponsoring organization (55%) ( Table 1 ). The most important criteria for determining quality of on-line information was perceived accuracy (46%), having a reputable author or sponsor (30%), and currency of in- qualityformation (19%) ( Table 1 ). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (80%) and state health department (60%) Web sites were used considerably more often than MEDLINE/PubMed (8%) or other on-line resources.
• Discussion
Most LHD staff use the well-established criterion of source credibility when assessing and evaluating Web sites and Web-based public health information. This is consistent with limited prior research on public health professionals in other settings, 2 which has found that authorship (ie, source credibility) is the most important criterion, and with research demonstrating the importance of source credibility when the public assesses Web information. 3 Although ease of navigation was of less importance for LHD staff than has been reported among the public, 3 this does not imply that navigability and Web site layout are not of value.
The importance of CDC and state health department Web sites suggests a high level of trust in the credibility of these agencies as information sources. Given the extent to which LHD employees accessed information from these sites, CDC and state health departments have an important responsibility to identify the information needs of LHDs, ensure that information on their sites is accurate and current, and make their Web sites easily navigable.
Limitations of this study include that it was based on LHDs in one region and targeted specific groups of local public health professionals and, therefore, the results may not be generalizable. The use of an Internet survey precluded persons without computers or Internet access. More than one person from an LHD may have completed a survey, making it impossible to calculate a definitive response rate. It was encouraging, however, that of 172 persons contacted there were 164 completed surveys, suggesting a high response rate.
A national survey of LHDs in 1999 reported that less than 50 percent had access to the Internet. 4 Our findings suggest that Web sites have become important sources of information for local public health directors and community assessment coordinators. Improving the credibility and ease of access to on-line health information could improve the ability of LHDs to assess problems and assist staff with decision making.
Respondents expressed interest in tools to help them more readily locate high-quality Web health information. One promising approach is an information management system designed to find, retrieve, and summarize quality public health documents on Web sites based on automated filtering using a predefined set of user-identified quality criteria 2 ; such a system is being piloted in New York State LHDs. Findings from this study can assist in the development of information resources and Web sites to meet the needs of local public health practice.
